Introduction
Widening participation in higher education has been an enduring key policy concern in most Western countries. As Britain, the USA, Canada and other formerly industrial nations are transforming into post-industrial service economies, high levels of formal education are seen as essential to achieving equity and individual success (Canadian Council on Learning, 2006; Browne Review, 2010) . As a consequence, universities have expanded and opened their doors to a new generation of non-traditional students. Young men and women from social backgrounds with no or little history of participation in higher education are called upon to change their educational behaviours and achieve mobility through attending university or other forms of higher education. Young people today are inundated with messages that equate success, both in work and life more generally, with high levels of formal education. Failure, in contrast, is generally associated with an inability to become educated and formally skilled (for critiques of these positions, see Brown et al., 2011; Gillies, 2005) . Whether they are in higher education or not, most young people have accepted this pervasive public discourse of success through formal education.
Yet, the educational achievement gap between the working-and middleclass has remained. If anything, we may have actually witnessed an increase in class-based inequality in higher education (for Canada, see Drolet, 2005) . The recent move to allow tuition fees in the UK to increase as much as threefold has only served to heighten public concerns about educational equality. As a consequence, class has returned to the agenda of educational sociologists. Traditionally, writers and researchers in sociology of higher education have been concerned with access barriers for non-traditional students. These continue to be valid concerns for those aiming to understand and reduce educational inequalities. As the number of young people from non-traditional backgrounds at university has increased in the past decades, however, so has research and scholarship that looks at the unique experiences of students who enter university with working-class backgrounds and for whom university may be an alien institution.
In this contribution, I will discuss findings from a qualitative longitudinal study of working-class students at a large, public and research-intensive university in Canada, where policymakers have shared UK concerns about widening participation. Following a group of working-class students over their four years of undergraduate studies, I will show that despite similar initial concerns, which need to be understood as situated in their shared working-class backgrounds, their decisions to enter and adaptations to university life were remarkably different. The contribution concludes with a discussion of the study's implications for scholarship and policy in the study of classed experiences in higher education.
Social class in the sociology of education
While early functionalist statements about education (Parson, 1959) were mostly concerned with the roles of schools in socialising young people into adult norms and establishing social solidarity through a system of meritocratic rewards, a body of scholarship emerged in the 1970s that critically examined the role of educational systems and institutions in perpetuating social hierarchies and class inequalities. In this research, working-class status is seen as a barrier to educational attainment, either because of working-class students' counter-cultural tendencies (Willis, 1977) , their linguistic disadvantages vis-à-vis a school system that rewards middle-class patterns of speech and thought (Bernstein, 1975) , or their knowledge and dispositions, which have been formed in working-class families and communities and clash with the middle-class expectations of teachers or the middle-class biases in curriculum (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977) . Structural disadvantages are explained by hostile school structures in which working-class students are labelled and streamed into non-academic programmes that offer poor pedagogical strategies thus placing working-class students in a position in the educational hierarchy that corresponds to their future oppressed status in the labour force (Bowles and Gintis, 1976; Rist, 1977; Anyon, 1980) . Alternatively, the maintenance of status hierarchies is seen as the outcome of inflated credential requirements in academia and the labour market (Collins, 1979) .
Somewhat in-between these structural and cultural factors, Goldthorpe (1996) has argued that working-class families make rational choices against participation in higher education due to the relatively high costs associated with higher education and the relatively uncertain outcomes, especially if other, more certain and less costly alternatives exist, which still contain potential for social mobility and career success. While Goldthorpe's 'weak' notion of rational choice still recognises the role of social class in these choices, others have argued that social class has lost its determining influence over young people's lives and that life chances are increasingly the
